>Lori, being the oldest sister in a large family, has experience as both the culprit and observer of teenagers sneaking in & out of the home.
>She had already noticed her baby brother's bed was empty far later than it should have been for a few nights now, but after the halloween scare the boy seemed to be growing up faster and faster.
>It had become the norm, rather than an exception, that Lincoln made his own way home after school.
>It was one morning in early December, however, when things started to get hard to ignore.
>Before leaving for work, Momma Loud pulled Lori aside and showed her a weather report she had pulled up on her tablet.
>"There's going to be a really nasty blizzard today, so I want everyone coming straight home after school. I'll write you a note and everything, but I need you to do the wrangling once your siblings classes end, alright?"
>Lori nodded, enthusiastic at the chance to get out of class early, even if it meant battling horrible winter weather in a vehicle with heating as reliable as a coin toss.

>Lori accepted the command, and the note exempting her from afternoon courses.
>She didn't have time to get all of her siblings together right that minute, so Lori opted for approaching each sibling individually and informing them of her mothers wishes.
>Lynn grumbled about missing practice, and Lola pouted about how she had needed to replace some obscure article of makeup...but the strongest pushback to the mandatory pickup was Lincoln.
>"I can't! Come on, can you not just cover for me or something? I can bus home or walk or..."
>"No! No buts! You weren't alive for the Ice storm of '97 but lemme tell you these blizzards can be downright lethal! I will literally hunt you down and toss you in the van if you are not outside your school for three-thirty! Got it?" Lori punctuated her statements with a finger between the boys ribs. Lincoln recoiled at the harsh jabbing, and gave his big sister a look of sheer contempt.

>Eventually the entire Loud clan was piled into the van, and by a stroke of providence the heater was keeping the icey grasp of winter out of the vehicle.
>Lincoln was still in a sour mood, and had removed his gloves so he could use his phone along the way to school.
>Lori had to keep her eyes on the road, but when she made time to steal supervisory glances back into the seats, she couldn't help but compare Lincoln to a grumpy marshmallow as he was wrapped in so many layers of thick clothes.
>The elementary school was the first stop, and the van disgorged four of it's passengers before moving onto the nearby middle school for Lynn and Lincoln.
>Lynn seemed to be confused as she left the van, habit forcing her to reach for a duffel bag of sports gear that had been left behind that day.
>Lincoln was lost in thought as well, and left the van in a huff. He was halfway to the front door of the school before Leni called out to him from the open van door.
>"Lincy! Your phone!" Leni shouted as she shook his forgotten phone in the air to get his attention. The girl sighed in relief as he turned around to get his phone back, and gasped when a wandering eye spotted something on the screen.
>Lincoln snatched his phone out of Leni's hands and trundled back for the warmth of the middle school.
>The oldest sisters made their way to the high school, and Luna could not help but notice the great mood Leni suddenly seemed to be in.

>"Whot have ye got to be so chipper about?" Luna asked, pausing the music on her mp3 player and moving her muffler-headphones down to her neck.
>"Lincoln's got another girlfriend!" Leni burst out, sharing the good news she had just discovered.
>Lori almost crashed the van into a pole as the van exploded in cheers and cries of happiness for their baby brother.
>"What's her name?! What did you see?" Luna shook her big sister for all the dirt she had.
>"Her names was....Carey Pringles? All I saw was a big text chain." Leni couldn't quite recall the name on top of the screen, but she felt like it was close enough.
>Lori and Luna both felt an intense sense of relief that their little brother had managed to bounce back after the fiasco that was Ronnie-Anne. Soon their highschool came into view and the three sisters went into the building together.

>As Lori, Leni & Luna braved the brief but freezing trek from the van to the door, another body struggled through the bitter wind. Eventually the four teenagers made it into the safety of the old brick building, and the mysterious figure pulled their hood back to reveal the blonde-outlined head of Carol Pingrey.
>Lori seriously considered pushing the girl out the door and jamming it shut, but her rival didn't seem to be in the mood for starting anything.
>As opposed to any smug commentary or backhanded compliments, Carol seemed to shrink at the three sisters and try to get ahead of them into the school...she was only stopped when Leni exploded in genuine happiness with a greeting.
>"Good morning Casey!" The second-oldest sibling cried out with a happy wave. Carol's only response was to quicken her pace.
>Lori was about to half-assedly criticise her little sister for getting the girl's name wrong...but something made her double-take.

>"Leni...what do you think that girls name is?"
>"Casey Pringles, I just said it like five minutes ago!" Leni started to ramble about how cute Carol and Lincoln must be together, but Lori wasn't listening.
>Instead, Lori was wrapped up in what little she knew about the law in Michigan, and trying to determine exactly who was committing how many crimes in this relationship.
>Luna shook Lori out of her shock-induced coma, and the oldest sister pulled her two little sisters into a huddle.
>"Okay, fuck school. We need to make sure something is actually happening before we go to the cops. I'll try to keep close to her in classes, can one of you try to talk to Lincoln over the phone?"
>Leni didn't seem to understand the mood of the situation, but Luna gave her big sister a determined nod.

>Lincoln, meanwhile, spent the schoolday in a dejected daze.
>Carol had found this upscale coffee place downtown, and had invited him out for delicious hot chocolate today!
>Hot chocolate in a blizzard! the best time to be drinking hot chocolate!
>Carol was so much better at understanding timing and mood than Lori, all she cared about was getting her own way...
>Lunch was a grey slog, the first few times he had checked his phone in hopes of getting a reply from Carol...it had just been Luna or Leni, making sure he knew to come home on time.
>Eventually he got sick of the ringing in his pocket, and shut his phone off for the day.
>Later, as he & Clyde were dressing up for recess, the two boys were standing side by side as they zipped up their coats and wrapped scarves over their faces.
>As the two friends walked out into the white in silence, they passed by a mirror.
>"Wow Lincoln, we all just look like that tire mascot, huh?" Clyde tried to crack a joke to break the icey mood, but his statement only gave Lincoln a brilliant idea.

>Eventually three-thirty rolled around, and Lori had thus far succeeded in getting all her siblings in the van on time.
>Lynn and her brother stood in the freezing snow in silence, the wind making it too hard to hear someone else talk anyway.
>Vanzilla pulled up to the middle school, and the siblings piled in as fast as possible to keep the hot air going.
>Lynn and Lincoln buckled up, Lynn thanked Lori for picking them up, but the boy stayed silent.
>Lori stared at her little brother in the rear-view mirror. The comparison to a grumpy marshmallow was only more apt as his entire face was obscured in weather-appropriate garb.
>As Vanzilla came up to a red light, Lori took the chance to lean over her shoulder and look Lincoln right in the...spot she assumed his eyes were.
>"So, how was school, kids?" Lori asked without specifying who she was asking, and immediately Lynn took the chance to gripe.
>"WELL, Stacey gave me guff for missing hockey tonight, and then coach Mackinroe warned me that this ruined my perfect attendance record...but I guess nobody else in this family cares about that?"
>This was true, sadly, as all eyes were on Lincoln. The three oldest sisters had not found anything damning on Carol during their day at school, so the boy was the only hope they had of finding evidence of anything illicit.
>Lincoln shrunk into his seat as he felt three pairs of eyes burning into him. 
>Leni noticed that his little chest seemed to be rising and falling really noticeably, he must be hot under all those clothes!
>"Lincy, the heater is on! You don't need that hat..." Leni chastised her little brother as she reached out for the thick wool garment, but her hands were slapped away by the boy as he became more panicked.

>Luna had been staring at her little brother for a while now, and finally her suspicions held some water.
>"Waitatick, you...!" Luna snapped her hands out for Lincoln's head, and made purchase on the large scarf wrapped around his face. The boy struggled against her pulling but eventually lost.
>The long piece of cloth flew away, and caused all the sisters to gasp in shock.
>Clyde was sitting in the van, wearing Lincoln's clothes! His face was sweaty and flushed as he gasped for breath.
>"I couldn't...handle...Lori staring at me...oh lord, I need some air!"
>Lori slammed on the brakes, risking death on these icey roads, and Luna granted the little boys wish by tossing him out onto the frigid street.
>As the door slid shut on Clyde, Lori let out an ear-shattering scream.
>"WHERE THE FUCK IS LINCOLN?!?!"

>Carol had not drank hot chocolate in…it felt like a decade now, since the Pingreys had kept a can of the powdered chocolate in the house. The older girl appreciated the pure sweetness of the drink, even if it lacked the kick of coffee and seemed to beg for a splash of whisky in it.
>Speaking of sweetness, Carol could not help but fawn over the boy she had coaxed into sitting on her lap, as she & Lincoln took up a loveseat in the near-empty coffee shop.
>The boy’s head rolled back and forth into Carol’s chest, lightly tickling the girl as he tried to get comfortable on top of her.
>Lincoln had always gotten a smug sense of satisfaction out of outsmarting his siblings or parents, but he had never gotten such a kick out of it as he did now. Maybe it was the fact that his reward for tricking his sisters with a decoy had earned him such a nice afternoon with Carol?
>Faint acoustic guitar music echoed through the air of the shop, and the barista kept to himself. To Lincoln and Carol, it felt like the world outside of this couch barely existed.

>Despite having their heavier winter clothes strewn about them, the two young lovers avoided letting their hands wander in such a public place.
>Lincoln was perfectly happy to sit amongst the warmth of Carol’s body, but a part of her felt a pang of envy for ‘normal’ couples who could have publicly displayed their affection now and not risked looks of disgust…or much worse.
>Carols eyes scanned the room again, there was still only the guy behind the counter whose attention was focused on his phone.
>Courage welled up in her chest, as Carol set her hot chocolate down on a nearby table…and let her now-empty hand creep it’s way towards Lincoln’s free arm, as it hung lazily across his own lap.
>The little boy jumped a bit as he felt a foreign object brush against his hand, but his worry vanished as Lincoln looked down and saw Carol’s fingers experimentally probing for the spaces between his own digits.
>He smiled to himself, and took the initiative by snatching her own hand with his. Carol let out a squeak at the sudden sensation, but the two of them were quickly calmed as they could feel one another’s pulses through the contact.
>Carol had found paradise in the boy’s hand, but only for a moment.
>Lincoln could feel her heartbeat jackrabbit through her hand…but looking up, the boy was surprised by how scared she looked?
>The bell at the front door of the coffee shop rang to announce a customer, but it was quickly drowned out by familiar screaming.
>”WHAT THE HELL DO YOU TWO THINK YOU’RE DOING?!” Lori screamed as the oldest sister of the Loud family barreled for the loveseat and ripped Lincoln out of Carol’s lap.

>Tempers flared in the faux-living room scenery of the coffee shop. The one employee took a sniff of the wind, and didn’t like it.
>He tactfully locked the cash register closed and slipped into the back room before he could be considered a witness to anything messy.
>Carol was too scared of Lori to stop her from pulling Lincoln away.
>But the boy struggled against his big sisters grip, and as he slipped from her hand landed on the ground with a thump.
>Before even his flesh-and-blood sisters could react, Carol was down on the floor, helping young Lincoln up to his feet.
>Luna and Leni had come into the shop after their sister, but really seeing their baby brother with an older woman froze them in their tracks.
>Only Lori had the fortitude and rage to speak her mind about what was going on, and most of it came from a deep well of  “I hate Carol Pingrey”.
>As the boy gets to his feet, Carol backs off once again out of fear of Lori’s wrath.
>Lincoln was well-accustomed to his big sisters anger, however, and right now felt no fear as he stood up to her.
>”What the hell is your problem?!” Lincoln shouted, an arm shooting out defensively across Carol in an instinctive effort to protect ‘his’ girl.
>”You watch your language!” Lori shouted down at him, unaware of the hypocrisy of her chastising the boy for using the same swear word she had.
>”Why are you even here anyway? Why can’t you just let me be happy?!”
>”I don’t give a fuck if you’re happy or not, this is a crime!” The little boy had only heard the f-word uttered maybe twice in his life, and the gravity of his sisters position began to weigh down on him.
>Lincoln staggered in his defense, and Lori took the chance to switch targets. Her eyes shifted towards Carol and the eldest sister tasted bile in her throat.
>”I’m not joking when I say this, Carol Pingrey. If I catch you fooling around with my brother, I won’t hesitate to call the cops.”

>The threat of police interference made her legs weak. It wasn’t about her reputation, however, as being with Lincoln had helped her cope with the obsession of looking good. But if the law got involved, not only would their romance be over…this would be something that could follow Lincoln for the rest of his life.
>”Oh yeah? You wanna get your little brother sent to Juvie?” Lincoln’s voice piped up again, all the girls in the room snapped their attention towards him at the preposterous statement.
>Nobody was willing to respond to him yet, so Lincoln continued. “I’ll…I’ll…I would say it was my idea! If the cops got involved! Lori, if you tell anyone about this I’ll lie and say I f…fo…forced-“
>Almost simultaneously, two hands struck out as Lori slapped her little brothers left cheek, while Carol got his right. Lincoln recoiled in pain from one into the other, and fell to the floor again in shock.
>”You will do no such thing! My bro-“ Lori began, but was cut short as Carol dropped to a knee and brought Lincoln’s face close to her own.
>”Lincoln Loud, don’t you dare.” She began, and immediately captivated the boy’s attention in a way no woman ever had. “If you were we lie to the police about such a thing, I would too. Then we’d just wind up in this…whirlpool of horrible emotions and pain and…I don’t want that for you, as I’m sure you don’t want that for me.”
>Lincoln could do little but nod, as his eyes widened into saucers while his sisters watched, amazed at how much control Carol had over their baby brother. Lori’s fascination at the sight, however, was cut with disgust.
>”Your sisters care about you, Lincoln. I do too…and maybe it’s for the best if we do stop this?” Carol continued to talk as she shifted her legs, sitting cross-legged in front of the boy as he moved his legs underneath his waist. Without context, this could have been mistaken for a weirdly religious experience for the two of them.

>”But I…I love you Carol! I love you so much…” Tears rolled down Lincoln’s face as the reality of the situation set in, and the boy tried desperately to fight the inevitable.
>”…I don’t think you do, Lincy.” Carol needed a second to steel her heart to say that, as it hurt her a million times worse than it did him. Leni and Luna felt sick hearing their pet name for their brother spoken by another girl.
>Confusion rippled across Lincoln’s face as Carol continued. “I think we both just needed someone. You want someone all to your own, and I want someone who will pay attention to me…this isn’t about me or you, it’s just…I don’t know.” The older girl sniffled as she tried to bring this love to an end, a task that is never easy to do when it’s as real as theirs.
>The boy felt like he was drowning, and the log he had clutched to for dear life had just apologized for snapping in two. Carol couldn’t stand watching him cry for much longer, and knew this had to finish soon.
>”I promise you Lincoln, in a month we’ll both have gotten over this. Eventually we’ll both find people who can truly make us happy…but not today.”
>The older girl embraced her young lover for one last time, before Lori gripped Lincoln by the scruff of his neck and dragged the blubbering heap back to the van.
>Leni and Luna were at a loss for what to do, and simply babbled apologies to nobody in particular as they gathered up Lincoln’s borrowed winter clothes before following their siblings back to vanzilla.

>Lincoln was forced to sit between Leni and Luna in the van. The boy was curled up into a ball with his knees to his chin for the whole ride home.
>Nobody dared to say a word, until Lincoln himself finally broke the silence.
>”I’m never forgiving you for this, Lori.”
>The oldest sister didn’t have the heart to respond to this, until they came to a stop light and she finally found the words.
>”I don’t care if you never forgive me. We all did the right thing.”
>”How did you even know about…us?” Lincoln asked shortly after, as he tried to piece the whole scenario together in his head.
>Leni raised a shaky hand at the question. “I uhh…saw your texts on your phone this morning.
>The second-oldest sibling let out a squeak as she saw Lincolns sidelong glance towards her, and broke into tears at his words. “I’m never forgiving you for this, Leni.”
>Luna was about to speak up about his hurtful words, when Lincoln’s gaze locked with her eyes and shut her down.
>”And how did you find us, Luna?” Ice almost dripped from Lincoln’s mouth as the words came out, causing the third-oldest sister to stammer as she deflected blame.
>”A-actually…we tried GPS-tracking your phone but it was off…so we sent Lisa Carol’s number, and she got the location.”
>”Well then I guess I’m not forgiving Lisa, either.” Lincoln responded, with a level of cold-hearted logic in his words that even the baby sister would be proud of in a sick way.
>”That’s not fair! She didn’t know what was going on! And…I’m sorry bruv, I just kinda came along for the ride…” Luna tried to speak up in defense of her siblings, but the courage in her words eroded as they left her mouth.
>Lincoln looked into Luna’s eyes, shifting his whole body around in the seat. The two siblings were locked in a staring contest until he made a strange choking noise, and fell into her lap.
>The little boy cried into Luna’s skirt the whole ride home.



>Lincoln could not keep his promises, however.
>Living under the same roof as someone makes it hard to stay mad at them.
>Leni tried desperately to regain her brothers love, and in the end he couldn’t carry spite against her for even a week.
>Lori’s attempts at reconciliation were not as overt as Leni’s, but eventually Lincoln and her began to make amends.
>Luna had been a pillar of support for the boy during this time, but eventually they drifted apart and returned to their old relationship alongside everyone else.
>Lincoln still stayed out as much as he could, however.
>Whether playing with friends or wandering the winter streets, the boy simply didn’t want to go home anymore.
>It wasn’t until Christmas eve that Lincoln spent an entire day around the house, and the hijinx that ensued plus the Christmas presents the next day finally anchored the boy home again.
>However, before things could finally be said to return to normal…amidst the usual cards from relatives the Loud siblings received on new years, there was an extra letter for only one sibling; Lincoln.
>It had no return address or postage, but Lincoln didn’t care. Something about this felt magical to the boy, as he snuck the envelope up to his room to open it.
>Inside was a generic drugstore ‘happy new years’ card, but when the boy opened it his heart soared into the sky.

“Dear Lincoln,
I truly hope you’ve had a wonderful winter holiday! We haven’t been in town this week, Christmas was spent at a ski lodge and on new years I will be at an office party at the HQ of the company my dad works at! I’m sorry if I ramble, but I still had so many things I wanted to say to you. Thank you for being so caring. I’m sorry that things couldn’t have ended better. I truly hope that you can move on from me and one day find a girl that makes you as happy as you made me…but I can’t help but be a little selfish, too.
Enclosed is a ticket, I made it myself and signed it. If you turn eighteen, and have somehow held onto your feelings for me for that long, track me down and show me that ticket. I’ll be waiting!
		Love, Carol.”

>On the back of the card was, in fact, a small paper rectangle that looked like the edges had been roughly ripped. As Lincoln pulled it off he saw a large signature took up one whole face of the paper.
>On the opposite side were clearly printed words, that made Lincoln break down in tears again.
>’I’m ready to try again.’